CHAPTER XIV
THE NATIONAL COUNTER-PLOT
(1687-1688)
TN the autumn of 1687 the King made a royal progress in
JLthe West of England. Churchill accompanied him, They
traversed many of the districts which two years before had
been aflame for Monmouth. But the resolve of the King to
extend liberty of conscience to the Nonconformists, although
it was but a help for his Catholic policy, had raised hopes
which for the moment almost effaced the memories of the
Bloody Assize. The Catholic King received a passable wel-
come from the ultra-Protestants whose relations he had lately
slaughtered or sold into slavery. ' Liberty of conscience'
and the removal of the penal laws were war-cries which
drowned even the screams and lamentations of the hideous
yesterday. James felt that, with his Army dominated by Irish
soldiers and Catholic officers and allied to the Dissenting
masses of the Cromwellian tradition, he could afford to brave
the wrath of the old, devoted friends of his house, of his
line, of his person. Vain hope! Frightful miscalculation!
At the best a desperate enterprise! At the least the lists
were set for a destructive civil war. But was it not his duty,
if need be, to tear his realm to pieces for his soul's salvation
and the glory of God? Thus this melancholy zealot perse-
vered along the road to his own ruin.
On this same progress in the West the King touched about
five thousand people for the King's Evil, and at Winchester
was attended in the ceremony by Catholic priests. The
anonymous author of The Lives of the Two Illustrious Generals
reports at length the conversation between Churchill and the
King on this occasion. This book is our only authority,
but it is the earliest of all Churchill's biographies and has been
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